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Abstract 
This study analysed the collocational errors of Iranian EFL learners in their speaking skill. Fifteen Iranian 
postgraduate students in an Intensive English Course in Universiti Teknologi Malaysia participated in this study. 
They sat for an impromptu (unprepared) speech test and public (prepared) speech test as the instruments of the study. 
The analysis of collocational errors in the two tests was threefold. It tried to find out if the errors show any significant 
difference in the two tests with regard to firstly, the number of collocational errors, secondly, the number of lexical 
and grammatical errors and finally, the number of interlingual and intralingual errors.  
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1. Introduction 
Collocations as a type of prefabricated chunks are very important for teachers and learners to be 
considered seriously in the process of language learning (Lewis 2000; Nation 2001; Thornbury 2002). 
The term collocation can be defined as the -
(Schmitt 2000, p. 76) -occurrence of two items in a text within a specified environme  (Sinclair 
et al. 2004, p. 9), specific lexical items that co-occur with a mutual expectancy greater than 
(Nattinger and Decarrico 1992, p. 36) 
which words co-  (Lewis 2000, p. 132).  
This study explores collocational errors of Iranian EFL learners in impromptu and public speech. In 
the former, the learners are not prepared whereas in the latter they are prepared. Comparison of 
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collocational errors in these two types of speech would b  extent of 
awareness of collocations. If they are aware of collocations, they may perform better in the public in 
comparison with the impromptu speech test. Analysis of collocational errors in this study focuses on 
lexical and grammatical as well as interlingual and intralingual errors. 
2. Lexical and grammatical collocations 
Benson, Benson and Ilson (1997) divide collocations into two categories in their dictionary: lexical 
and grammatical. Lexical and grammatical collocations represent two different but related aspects of 
collocations since they include both lexis and grammar. Grammatical collocations is characterised by 
eight basic types of collocations of the main word like a noun  + -
an adjective  + - and a 
verb plus a to + (Benson et al., 1997) as shown in Table 1. 
 
Table 1. Grammatical collocations 
Collocation       Example 
Noun + preposition                     Exception to 
Noun + to-infinitive                     A decision to do it 
Noun + that-clause                       
Preposition + noun  
Adjective + preposition   
Adjective + to-infinitive 
Adjective + that-clause   
Verb + to-infinitive                           
He made a promise that he would do his best 
By chance 
Keen on movie 
It's essential to type the letter 
It was necessary that all of us attend 
They started to work 
 
Lexical collocations do not include prepositions, infinitives or relative clauses but consist of nouns, 
adjectives, verbs and adverbs. Benson et al. (1997) distinguish six types of structural types of lexical 
collocations namely, verb plus noun or adverb, noun plus verb or noun, adverb plus adjective and 
adjective plus noun as shown in Table 2. 
 
Table 2. Lexical collocations 
Collocation       Example 
Verb + noun                     To launch a rally 
Verb + adverb      Recommend highly  
Noun + verb 
Noun +noun  
Adverb + adjective  
Adjective + noun               
Bee stings 




This study intends to cover the two major types of collocations called lexical and grammatical and all 
their subcategories mentioned above, in the analysis of  collocational errors. Other 
studies of collocational errors of EFL learners have considered only one of the two types of collocations 
or even one of the subcategories. For example, Koosha and Jafarpour (2006) investigated knowledge of 
only prepositional collocations in Iranian EFL learners. Likewise, Tim Hsu and Chiu (2008) investigated 
the relation of the knowledge and use of only English lexical collocations of Taiwanese EFL learner  
spoken discourse. 
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3. Interference 
Among the scholars who have conducted studies on collocational errors of EFL learners, Sadeghi 
(2009) and Kuo (2009) have pointed out the effect of interlingual (L1) and intralingual (L2) transfer on 
collocational errors of EFL learners. This study intends to show the effect of interlingual and intralingual 
transfers on collocational errors by finding the exten  collocational errors 
are interlingual and intralingual. Furthermore, it will also compare the interlingual and intralingual 
collocational errors in impromptu and public speech to find if there is any significant difference regarding 
these two types of collocational errors when the learners are prepared and unprepared. 
4. Research Questions 
This study intends to find answers to the following questions: 
a. To what extent do postgraduate Iranian EFL learners produce collocational errors in impromptu speech 
and public speech? 
b. Is there any significant difference between the extent to which postgraduate Iranian EFL learners 
produce collocational errors in impromptu speech and public speech? 
c. To what extent do postgraduate Iranian EFL learners produce lexical and grammatical collocational 
errors in impromptu speech and public speech? 
d. Is there any significant difference between the extent to which postgraduate Iranian EFL learners 
produce lexical and grammatical collocational errors in impromptu speech and public speech? 
e. To what extent does interference result in production of collocational errors in Iranian EFL learners in 
impromptu speech and public speech? 
f. Is there any significant difference between impromptu speech and public speech considering 
interference as the result of collocational errors of Iranian EFL learners? 
5. Methodology 
5.1. Research design 
This study is an example of a case study on collocational errors of Iranian EFL learners in speaking. It 
tries to explore the extent of lexical and grammatical collocations in impromptu speech and public 
speech. Furthermore, it attempts to find if L1 or L2 is the main source of collocational errors.  
5.2.  Research method 
This study benefits from a quantitative method approach. Frequency analysis of lexical and 
grammatical collocational errors as well as frequency analysis of interlingual and intralingual errors in 
each of the two mentioned types of errors illustrate the most common types of collocational errors and 
sources  speaking. Moreover, the independent sample t-test tries to show 
if there is any significant difference in impromptu and public speech tests regarding the collocational 
errors, lexical collocational errors, grammatical collocational errors, interlingual collocational errors and 
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Fifteen Iranian EFL learners who had attended the Intensive English Course (IEC) in Universiti 
Teknologi Malaysia (UTM) before joining the faculty were invited to participate in this study. IEC 
students were the students who obtained either a Band 5.0 or 5.5 in their IELTS and had not fulfilled the 
requirements of UTM which is IELTS Band 6 or above. In this study, the participants are required to 
possess a relatively good knowledge of vocabulary and grammar so that they can speak quite well in 
English and as much as possible provide us with sufficient corpus of their spoken discourse. Therefore, 
IEC students at the intermediate level, which is the highest level in UTM Intensive English courses could 
best fit this study. In most studies, collocations are analysed among learners who are at the intermediate 
or advanced level. 
 speaking tests of impromptu and public speeches were recorded for the 
analysis of collocational errors.  
5.4.  Research instruments 
To find the answer to each of the research questions of this study, two speaking tests were 
administered to the participants, impromptu speech test and public speech test. The former focuses on the 
ability of Iranian EFL learners to develop a topic without preparation while the latter focuses on their 
ability with preparation. Administering these two types of tests is to find out if there are any differences in 
collocational errors of Iranian EFL learners when they attend a speaking test with preparation and when 
they attend a speaking test without preparation. In each test, the students were supposed to develop the 
topic for the predetermined and allocated time. 
5.5. Procedure 
The impromptu speech test was conducted in a way that the learners were not exposed to 
speeches so that they did not know what the topics were and hence participate in the test unprepared. Five 
topics were chosen and one of them was randomly given to the learner. After one minute of thinking on 
the topic, the learner started to develop the topic for five minutes. 
The public speech test was conducted after the impromptu speech test. The topics for the public speech 
test were chosen by the learners to practice before the test. In this test, they developed their topics for five 
minutes with preparation.   
The speeches of the learners in both of the tests were recorded for the analysis of the collocational 
errors. 
6. Results and Discussions  
Audio record  impromptu and public speech tests were transcribed. In the next 
step, cases of lexical and grammatical collocational errors of the two tests were extracted and they were 
arranged in a table along with the correct forms. The correct forms of errors are based on the dictionary of 
collocations. The types and categorisation of lexical and grammatical collocations focused in this study 
are according to Benson et al. (1997). 
Then, the errors were categorised into interlingual and intralingual to find the extent of L1 and L2 
negative transfer as the causes of collocational errors. The aim of this categorisation is to investigate 
which of  negative transfer has been more effective on collocational errors of Iranian 
EFL learners. 
6.1. Frequency analysis of collocational errors in impromptu and public speech  
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Table 3. Analysis of collocational errors in impromptu and public speech 
 
Error       Impromptu speech       Public speech 
Collocational 64 88 
Lexical 43 (67.2%) 57 (64.8%) 
Grammatical 21 (32.8%) 31 (35.2%) 
 Interlingual 55 (85.9%) 73 (82%) 
 Intralingual   9 (14.1%) 16 (18%) 
 
To find the answer to the first research question of this study, frequency analysis of Iranian EFL 
 collocational errors in impromptu speech and public speech tests was conducted and the results 
showed 64 and 88 cases of collocational errors respectively as shown in Table 3. With reference to Table 
3, 67.2 percent of the errors were lexical and 32.8 percent of them were grammatical in the impromptu 
speech test. As for the public speech test, 64.8 percent and 35.2 percent of the errors were lexical and 
grammatical accordingly providing the answer to the third research question of the study. It is clear that 
lexical errors overshadowed the grammatical ones in both tests to a large extent. 
As for the answer to the fifth research question of the study,  
errors due to interference in the impromptu speech test was conducted and it revealed that 55 were 
interlingual and 9 intralingual collocational errors as shown in Table 3. As far as the public speech test is 
concerned, 73 of the collocational errors were interlingual and 16 intralingual. It is worth noting that one 
of the errors in the public speech test was labeled both interlingual and intralingual. That is why the total 
number of interlingual and intralingual errors in the public speech test is 89 instead of 88. 
With reference to Table 3, it can be inferred that L1 interference has been the dominant cause of the 
main portion of collocational errors in both tests indicating the lower effect of L2 interference for the 
Iranian EFL learners. 
6.2. Results of independent sample t-test 
With reference to Table 3, Iranian EFL learners made 64 collocational errors in the impromptu speech 
test and 88 errors in the public speech test showing that collocational errors in public speech slightly 
outnumbered the ones in impromptu speech. To answer research question two, an independent sample t-
test was conducted to prove if there is any significant difference between the extent to which the learners 
made collocational errors in the impromptu and public speech tests. The results suggested that there is no 
statistically significant difference between the impromptu and public speech tests with regard to 
collocational errors (t28=-1.613, p=0.118 > 0.05) as shown in Table 4. To put it in another statistical way, 
the critical t value needed for df=28 is 2.048. Our t value, -1.613, is below the critical t value hence this 
indicates that there is no significant difference between the number of collocational errors in the 
impromptu and public speech tests. 
 
Table 4. Independent sample t-test for collocational errors  
 Test N Mean Std. Deviation     t-value df sig  
Collocational errors Impromptu 15 4.2667 1.98086 -1.613 28 0.118 
 Public 15 5.8667 3.29213    
Table 3 shows  lexical collocational errors outnumbered the grammatical 
ones in both tests. In other words  lexical collocational errors were much more 
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than the grammatical ones when the learners attended the speaking test in a prepared and unprepared 
manner. 
To find the answer to the fourth research question, an independent sample t-test was conducted to 
prove if there is any significant difference between the extent to which the learners made lexical 
collocational errors in the impromptu and public speech tests or in a prepared and unprepared manner. 
This entails calculating the percentage of lexical errors for each participant and then comparing the 
percentages between the two tests by independent sample t-test. Calculation of the percentage of lexical 
errors for each participant was done because of the fact that the number of lexical errors for each 
participant could not be compared in both tests since for example, 3 lexical errors for a participant who 
had made a total of 7 collocational errors in impromptu speech test could not be equal to 3 lexical errors 
for the participant who had made a total of 11 collocational errors. Since the lexical errors had to be 
compared on an equal scale for both impromptu and public speech tests, the number of lexical errors was 
converted to percent of lexical errors. The results suggest that there is no statistically significant 
difference between the impromptu and public speech tests with regard to lexical collocational errors 
(t28=0.101, p=0.637 > 0.05) as shown in Table 5. To put it in another statistical way, the critical t value 
needed for df=28 is 2.048. Our t value, 0.101, is below the critical t value hence this shows that there is 
no significant difference between the number of lexical collocational errors in the impromptu and public 
speech tests. 
 
Table 5. Independent sample t-test for lexical errors  
    Test N Mean Std. Deviation     t-value df sig   
Lexical errors Impromptu 15 65.8867 36.98272 0.101 28 0.637      
   Public 15 64.7067 25.92744    
 
To further support the answer to research question four, another independent sample t-test was 
conducted in the same way done for lexical errors to find if there is any significant difference in 
impromptu and public speech tests of Iranian EFL learners regarding grammatical collocational errors. 
Table 6 illustrates the statistical details in this regard (t28=-0.57, p=0.955 > 0.05) which suggest that there 
is no statistically significant difference between the impromptu and public speech tests with regard to 
grammatical collocational errors. 
 
Table 6. Independent sample t-test for grammatical errors  
 Test N Mean Std. Deviation t-value df sig  
Grammatical errors Impromptu 15 34.7800 36.73570 -0.57 28 0.955 
 Public 15 35.4714 26.91295    
 
Table 3 also shows that Iranian  interlingual collocational errors outnumbered the 
intralingual ones in both tests. In other words, the Iranian EFL learners  interlingual collocational errors 
were far more than the intralingual ones when the learners attended the speaking test in a prepared and 
unprepared manner. 
To answer research question six, an independent sample t-test was conducted to prove if there is any 
significant difference between the extent to which the learners made interlingual collocational errors in 
the impromptu and public speech tests. This entails calculating the percentage of interlingual errors for 
each participant and then comparing the percentages between the two tests by independent sample t-test. 
The results suggest that there is no statistically significant difference between the impromptu and public 
speech tests with regard to interlingual collocational errors (t28=1.770, p=0.088 > 0.05) as shown in 
1301 Sarimah Shamsudin et al. /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  70 ( 2013 )  1295 – 1302 
Table 7. To put it in another statistical way, the critical t value needed for df=28 is 2.048. Our t value, 
1.770, is below the critical t value hence this shows that there is no significant difference between the 
number of interlingual collocational errors in the impromptu and public speech tests. 
 
Table 7. Independent sample t-test for interlingual errors  
                                 Test                     N          Mean                  Std. Deviatio      t-value       df            sig   
Interlingual errors    Impromptu         15         89.2733               15.74550 
                                 Public                 15         73.1667               31.53030 
1.770         28         .088  
 
To further support the answer to research question six, another independent sample t-test was 
conducted in the same way done for intralingual errors to find if there is any significant difference in 
impromptu and public speech tests of Iranian EFL learners regarding intralingual collocational errors. 
Table 8 illustrates the statistical details in this regard (t28= -1.770, p= 0.088 > 0.05) which suggest that 
there is no statistically significant difference between the impromptu and public speech tests with regard 
to grammatical collocational errors. 
 
Table 8. Independent sample t-test for intralingual errors  
                                   Test                 N           Mean                   Std. Deviation      t-value       df          sig   
Intralingual errors      Impromptu     15          10.7267                15.74550 -1.770        28         0.88         
                                   Public             15          26.8333                31.53030   
7. Conclusion 
This study tried to explore collocational errors of Iranian EFL learners in speaking skill. Moreover, it 
tried to find out if the learners  awareness to collocation has been raised. Comparison of the performance 
of the 15 Iranian EFL learners in impromptu and public speech showed that even though the learners were 
prepared in the public speech test, the extent to which they made collocational errors rose in the test as 
compared to the impromptu speech test that the learners were unprepared. However, the rise was not 
substantial and noticeable. The collocational errors of the Iranian EFL learners in the impromptu speech 
test could be due to the large number of collocations used in the speech. The learners may not know all 
collocations and making collocational errors could be considered natural in some way. However, the rise 
of collocational errors in the public speech test showed that the learners not only had a weak knowledge 
of collocations, but also their awareness to collocations has not been raised yet to be sensitive about 
collocations. Since they could learn the collocations while they were preparing themselves for the public 
speech test, making collocational errors could not be justified at all. Therefore, it is upon teachers to raise 
awareness and consciousness of the learners to collocations so that they are aware of collocations and try 
to avoid the related errors. 
In relation to the extent of lexical and grammatical collocational errors, comparison of collocational 
errors in both tests revealed that lexical errors were twice as many as the grammatical ones. The 
independent sample t-test also showed that the extent to which the learners made lexical errors in both 
tests showed no significant difference. It illustrates that not only were the lexical errors higher than 
grammatical ones in both tests, but also the lexical errors did not show any significant difference in both 
tests illustrating that the Iranian EFL learner made lexical collocational errors in both tests to an almost 
equal extent. Since lexical errors are more disruptive errors in communication, the learners and teachers 
must take serious measures to obviate the problem of collocations by exerting more emphasis and practice 
on them. 
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Comparative a  collocational errors in the impromptu and public speech 
tests also illustrated interlingual errors to be much higher than intralingual errors. In both tests, 
interlingual collocational errors turned out to be above 80 percent unveiling the dominant effect of L1 
(Persian) on collocational errors of Iranian EFL learners. The independent sample t-test also showed that 
the extent to which the learners made interlingual collocational errors in both tests showed no significant 
difference. It illustrates that not only were the interlingual errors higher than intralingual ones in both 
tests, but also the interlingual errors did not show any significant difference in both tests illustrating that 
the Iranian EFL learner made interlingual collocational errors in both tests to an almost equal extent. The 
results also revealed that L1 interference has influenced collocational errors of Iranian EFL learners in 
impromptu and public speech tests almost equally. Teachers  emphasis on correct English collocations in 
the classroom can decrease the extent of collocational errors resulted from L1 since word for word 
translation which makes collocational errors more probable are widespread among Iranian EFL learners. 
This strategy increase the negative effect of L1 leading to collocational errors. By emphasising and 
highlighting the English collocations in the classrooms, the teachers can prevent the learners from 
translating since they have got the correct collocation in their mind. 
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